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“The self-proclaimed insurance capi-
tal of the world—considered the rich-
est city in the country after the Civil
War—has since become one of the
nation’s poorest.”—The Christian
Science Monitor, March 15, 2005.
Such statements are all too com-
mon: Hartford and a few other New
England cities have taken a media
drubbing in recent years.  But just how
accurate are such claims?  Elsewhere in
the issue (page 17), Steven Lanza
examines some misperceptions about
recent population changes in
Connecticut.  Are public views of
poverty in the state’s cities just as
flawed?  Are our major cities, relative
to those in other states, really as poor
as we’ve been led to believe? 
Raw Census data do show quite
high rates of poverty in at least two of
Connecticut’s five cities with more
than 100,000 residents.  The percent-
age of persons living in poverty, as
determined by the 2000 Census, was
much higher in Hartford (30.6%) and
New Haven (24.4%), and somewhat
higher in Bridgeport (18.4%) and
Waterbury (16.0%), than the average
figure (15.2%) for the 239 U.S. cities
in the same population class.  Figures
reported for nearby Providence, RI
(29.1%), and Springfield, MA
(23.1%), also were quite high.  But
such numbers often fail to tell the
whole story, and sometimes can be
downright misleading.
HEMMED IN
Nearly ten years ago, William
McEachern, founding Editor of The
Connecticut Economy, addressed this
problem (Summer 1997).  That we’re
revisiting the issue attests to how slow-
ly public beliefs change, even after
they’ve been debunked.  But it also
reflects our conviction that we need to
better understand the dimensions of
urban poverty in Connecticut and
other New England states.
McEachern’s basic point was that
the small geographic scale of New
England cities—due to longstanding,
rigid town boundaries and the absence
of mechanisms for city annexation of
adjacent suburbs, found elsewhere in
the U.S.—clouds simple comparisons
of poverty rates and other indicators of
urban ills like crime, infant mortality,
teen pregnancy, educational attain-
ment, per capita income, and home
ownership.  McEachern found that
artificially expanding Connecticut’s
major cities to include their surround-
ing suburbs, making the new areas
roughly the same size as the average
geographic area of other U.S. cities
with populations of 100,000+, bright-
ens the gloomy picture of urban
Connecticut a bit.  
The reason is simple: if the poor
are spatially concentrated in urban
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%POVERTY POPULATION AREA DENSITY
Hartford CT 30.6 121,578 17.3 7,028
Providence RI 29.1 173,618 18.5 9,385
New Haven CT 24.4 123,626 18.9 6,541
Springfield MA 23.1 152,082 32.1 4,738
Boston MA 19.5 589,141 48.4 12,172
Bridgeport CT 18.4 139,529 16.0 8,721
Worcester MA 17.9 172,648 37.6 4,592
Lowell MA 16.8 105,167 13.8 7,621
Waterbury CT 16.0 107,271 28.6 3,751
Cambridge MA 12.9 101,355 6.4 15,837
Manchester NH 10.6 107,006 33.0 3,243
Stamford CT 7.9 117,083 37.7 3,106
N.E. 12-City Avg (POP > 100K) 18.9 167,509 25.7 7,228
U.S. 239-City Avg (POP > 100K) 15.2 314,193 99.7 4,295
Source: Developed by The Connecticut Economy, based on data from the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2000).
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areas, geographically restricted cities
will tend to have higher poverty rates
than larger cities, whose political
boundaries often encompass wealthier
suburban neighborhoods.  The first
table shows how New England’s largest
cities differ from the national norm.
Note that, in 2000, only 12 of the
nation’s 239 cities with populations
above 100,000 were in New England,
and these were limited to just four of
the New England states—neither
Maine nor Vermont had a “big” city.    
Next, look at the differences
between the 12 New England cities
and the 239 U.S. cities.   The average
New England city has little more than
half the average population in the full
set, but because it also covers a fourth
of the area—25.7 versus 99.7 square
miles—its population density (7,228
persons per square mile) exceeds the
average density in the full set  (4,295)
by 68%.  This higher density partially
explains why New England cities have
a higher average poverty rate than the
national figure (18.9% versus 15.2%).
OTHER SOURCES OF POVERTY
Population density may not be the
whole story, though.  Other factors
like racial mix, immigrant status, edu-
cation, and local economic structure
also play a role.  To better understand
the sources of high poverty in some
New England cities, we estimated the
statistical relationship between poverty
and five factors, using the full sample
of 239 U.S. cities.  The second table
shows the results of regressing the
poverty rate on: density, percent non-
white, percent foreign-born, percent of
adults (25 years or older) with at least
a bachelor’s degree, and the percent of
employed persons (16 years or older)
working in manufacturing.  The five
explanatory variables together account
for nearly 40% of the variation in
poverty rates across the country’s 239
largest cities, and each variable’s effect
is statistically very significant.
Controlling for other factors,
higher poverty rates are directly related
to greater population density, as
expected.  An additional 1,000 persons
per square mile is associated with a
0.326-point increase in the percent
poor.  The average New England city’s
population density exceeds the 239-
city average by almost 3,000, so this
alone boosts the poverty rate of the
typical New England city about a
point above the typical U.S. city’s rate.
By a variety of measures, including
wages and unemployment rates,
minorities fare less well in labor mar-
kets than the white majority.  So racial
mix also affects poverty rates.  Holding
the effects of other variables constant,
the regression results show that each 1-
point increment in the percent non-
white is associated with a 0.155-point
increase in the poverty rate. 
Amid recurring concerns about
the economic impacts of immigration,
our regression results indicate that,
controlling for other factors, the pres-
ence of foreign-born residents seems to
lower the poverty rate by 0.100 points
for each additional 1% foreign-born.
This result isn’t all that surprising: U.S.
immigration laws have generally
favored individuals who are highly
educated or have critical labor market
skills. Those who immigrate may also
possess considerable motivation and
willingness to take risks.
We know that educational attain-
ment tends to reduce poverty.  Our
results show that a 1-unit increase in
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A one-unit with a change in
increase in:  the poverty rate of:
Density (1000s/sq. mile) 0.326 pts.
% Non-White 0.155 pts.
% Foreign-Born -0.100 pts.
% Bachelor's Degree+ -0.183 pts.
% Manufacturing Employment -0.221 pts.
*Each  result is statistically significant at the 1% level.
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the percent of adults (age 25+) with at
least a bachelor’s degree lowers the
poverty rate by 0.183 points.  This
effect is statistically significant, so even
though the average figure in the New
England cities (25.8%) is just slightly
below the average for the full sample
(26.0%), this could be an important
factor in explaining the differences in
poverty rates among particular cities.
Finally, the type of employment
available to a city’s residents also affects
the poverty rate.  We find that a higher
percentage of employment in manufac-
turing is associated with a lower pover-
ty rate.  The shift away from manufac-
turing toward services—high-skill or
low-skill—seems to harm the poor,
who may lack the education needed for
jobs in the high-skill service sector, and
must therefore settle for lower wages in
low-skill services.  An additional 1% of
the employed working in manufactur-
ing is associated with a poverty rate
reduction of 0.221 points. 
MEASURING “EXCESS POVERTY”
A further application of the esti-
mated model is to substitute each city’s
particular characteristics into the fitted
model, and then compare the predicted
rate for that city with its actual poverty
rate.  An actual rate above the predict-
ed level signals the presence of “excess
poverty” (or at least unexplained pover-
ty).  Ranking the 239 cities by this
measure, or an alternative one based on
the ratio of actual-to-predicted poverty
rates, gives a less bleak picture of pover-
ty in Connecticut and New England.
In the 2000 Census, Brownsville,
Texas, held the dubious distinction of
being the poorest American city
(36.0%), but not far behind were
Hartford (2nd at 30.6%), Providence
(4th at 29.1%), New Haven (25th at
24.4%), and Springfield (30th at
23.1%).  But how do these New
England cities fare when we rank the
239 cities by the extent to which their
actual poverty rate exceeds the predict-
ed value, given their particular charac-
teristics?  According to this measure of
“excess poverty,” Brownsville still ranks
1st—but Hartford drops to 23rd,
Providence to 6th, New Haven to 31st,
and Springfield to 40th.  Using anoth-
er measure of “excess poverty,” the ratio
of actual to predicted poverty, Hartford
drops even farther down the list to
35th, Providence to 10th, New Haven
to 36th, and Springfield to 45th.
POVERTY COSTS
For Hartford, ranking 35th cer-
tainly beats 2nd place when the rank-
ing involves poverty.  But it still means
that 204 cities are, in some sense,
“doing better” than Connecticut’s cap-
ital, leaving lots of room for improve-
ment.  Crafting policies that might
move Hartford and other New
England cities farther down the pover-
ty rankings, to more favorable spots,
requires an even more complete evalu-
ation of the factors that contribute to
poverty, but the payoffs to such
research are potentially large.  
Besides the direct, personal costs of
poverty—a lower standard of living,
reduced access to education, poorer
health and shorter lifespans—poverty
also imposes social costs in the form of
lower output, higher crime, diversion
of public resources from other uses,
and social conflict. As a result, the ben-
eficiaries of poverty reduction extend
well beyond the poor, but generating
adequate political support for effective
anti-poverty policies may require better
measurement of the costs of poverty
and how these costs are distributed.  
ACTUAL NAT'L ACTUAL less NAT'L ACTUAL ÷ NAT'L
% POVERTY RANK PREDICTED  RANK PREDICTED  RANK
Hartford CT 30.6 2 6.6 23 1.27 35
Providence RI 29.1 4 13.0 6 1.80 10
New Haven CT 24.4 25 5.0 31 1.26 36
Springfield MA 23.1 30 4.2 40 1.22 45
Boston MA 19.5 59 1.7 74 1.10 80
Bridgeport CT 18.4 70 -2.2 156 0.89 146
Worcester MA 17.9 73 4.8 33 1.36 26
Lowell MA 16.8 88 3.1 53 1.22 44
Waterbury CT 16.0 97 0.9 90 1.06 89
Cambridge MA 12.9 147 1.3 85 1.11 76
Manchester NH 10.6 178 0.2 105 1.02 103
Stamford CT 7.9 205 -2.6 168 0.76 182
“EXCESS POVERTY” RESHUFFLES THE RANKINGS
Source: Developed by The Connecticut Economy, based on data from the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2000).
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